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INTRODUCTION 


The Bureau of Planning, Research and Systems of the 
Massachusetts Department of Youth Services (DYS) is responsible 
for producing annual reports and conducting special projects to 
inform decision-making at all policy levels of DYS. The annual 
Commitment Report is a summary of new client information that is 
collected at the time of client intake and entered onto DYS' 
client tracking system. A profile of the first-time committed 
youth and selected characteristics of his or her family is 
thereby provided on an annual basis. Comparative data from 
earlier years is also available to suggest future trends in 
client characteristics and to assist in planning future service 
delivery. 


Massachusetts DYS is divided into five geographical regions 
(see map on back cover). Youths are committed to DYS by juvenile 
courts for criminal offenses and are then referred to the DYS 
region of their home address. They are assigned a regional 
caseworker and, depending on the seriousness of their offense, 
are placed in a secure setting or else are serviced in an 
unlocked community-based program. Massachusetts DYS is unusual 
in that it is primarily a private vendor system. Privately-run 
service providers enter into a competitive bidding process in 
order to win contracts to service DYS youths. 


Some of the key questions which this report is designed to 
address include: What are the characteristics of the youths DYS 
is mandated to service? To what extent do youths in our new 
client population share similar socio-economic characteristics, 
and to what extent do they differ? Are youths with the most dif- 
ficult family backgrounds found more frequently in certain 
regions of the Commonwealth than in others? 


In calendar year 1985, 879 youths were committed to DYS out 
of 19,804 who were arraigned on delinquency charges in juvenile 
court. This represents a 16 percent increase in commitments over 
the previous year. The typical new DYS client in 1985 tended to 
be male, aged 15 years and seven months, white, and was committed 
to DYS on burglary charges. His family's income was $10,000 and 
his parents were divorced or separated. This “average" client 
profile does not vary significantly from other years. There are, 
however, important distinctions between the 1985 commitment popu- 
lation and those of recent years, most notably in the distribu- 
tion of offense, race, and sex. 


This report is divided into three sections. Section I focu- 
ses on changes in client characteristics based on intake data 
over the past several years. Section II examines characteristics 
of 1985 new commitments according to geographical region. 

Section III examines selected relationships between client 
demographic characteristics for 1985 new commitments, such as the 
affect of parents' marital status on the type of offense for 
which the youth was committed. The appendix explains what infor- 
mation is "missing" from the tables - uncollected by the regional 
offices at client intake - and therefore unavailable for analy- 
sis. 


We gratefully acknowledge Joan Lewis and Ann Dello Russo 
for their skill and patience in word processing and formatting 
this report. 
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SUMMARY AND HIGHLIGHTS 


The volume of new commitments in 1985 was marked by a 
substantial 16 percent increase that was unprecedented in 
recent years. The one year rise in commitments, from 756 to 
879, is partly explained by a 7.5 percent increase in juve- 
nile court arraignments. (See Chart I.) 


Six - year trends in the offense distribution of new commit- 
ments have been relatively minor but the last three years 
show a 7 percent increase in the proportion of offenses 
against the person and an 8 percent decrease in the propor- 
tion of property offenses. (See Chart II.) 


The increase in black and Hispanic youths was notable during 
both the 1984/1985 and 1982/1985 time periods. Between 1984 
and 1985, the number of white youths increased by 5.5 percent 
compared with 50 percent and 42 percent increases in black 
and Hispanic youths. Between 1982 and 1985, the number of 
white youths declined 7 percent, while black and Hispanic 
youths increased 21.5 and 27 percent respectively. (See 
Table I.) 


New commitments rose substantially in 1985 in all regions 
except Southeast, where they actually declined by 1l percent. 
The difference in Southeast region can be attributed to their 
policy of encouraging court referrals instead of commitments. 
(See Table I.) 


The percentage increase in youths committed for offenses 
against the person was substantial both for 1984/85 (+28 
percent) and 1982/85 (+32 percent). (See Table I.) 


Although burglary continues to be the most common commitment 
offense, the number of youths committed on such charges has 
steadily declined over the past three years. At the same 
time, increases were found in three types of assault offenses 
(armed, unarmed, and sexual) and in various categories of 
lesser offenses. (See Chart II.) 


As in 1984, white youths predominated in every region except 
Metropolitan Boston, whose 1985 proportion of whites (26%) 
was even lower than in 1984 (41%). (See Table IV.) 
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As in the last two years, Metro Region's new commitments 
included a higher proportion of person offenders than any 
other region (45.4 percent of Metro's new clients were person 
offenders). (See Table VII.) 


Regional comparisons of grade level showed that Metro Region 
had the smallest proportion of youth (16.4 percent) who 
completed beyond the eighth grade, compared with 29.1 percent 
statewide. (See Table X.) 


As in past years, over half of the 1985 commitments came from 
homes where parents are divorced or separated, and only one- 
fifth came from households where parents are married and 
living together. (See Table XI.) 


In support of earlier years' findings, there were statisti- 
cally significant differences among categories of race for 
family income and parents' marital status. Hispanic families 
fell into the lowest income categories, and a substantial 
proportion of black youths' parents (31.9 percent) were never 
married. (See Table XV.) 
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SECTION II CHARACTERISTICS OF 1985 COMMITMENTS BY REGION 
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Appendix - Explanation of Missing Data 


In certain instances the numbers of youths in individual 
categories may not add up to the total number of 1985 commit- 
ments, 879. The reason is that information collected on new com- 
mitments is not always available at the time of intake and in 
such cases is coded “missing data." Missing data are eliminated 
from the calculation of percentages and therefore do not affect 
the percentages reported. 


For most variables, the data was collected on all 879 youths: 
sex, race, region, offense, age at commitment, and month of com- 
mitment. Data was missing for the following variables: parents’ 
marital status (missing in 20 percent of the 879 cases), zip code 
(13 percent missing), family income (42 percent missing), court 
(.1 percent missing) and grade (5 percent missing). 
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GRAPH 12 
COMMITMENTS BY OFFENSE TYPE 
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GRAPH 13 
COMMITMENTS BY OFFENSE TYPE 


1982 - 1989 
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